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Micah 5:2 – 5a 

Magnificat 

Hebrews 10:5-10 

Luke 1:39 - 45 

 

The Almighty has done great things for us  
 

 

By our standards, the infancy stories in the Gospels take us into unfamiliar territory 

that includes the visitation of angels, unexpected births, and exultant songs of praise. [I 

am grateful to Brendan Byrne, The Hospitality of God pp. 17-26, for many of the 

following thoughts.]  Like the other Evangelists, Luke presupposes his audience can 

make the link between the witness to faith of the Hebrew Scriptures and the message 

he seeks to convey.  The Hebrew Scriptures include similar visitations of messengers 

who announce to people for whom it seems impossible the coming of a child who will 

be significant in the eyes of God.  This included Sarah and Abraham (Isaac), and 

Hannah and Elkanah (Samuel).  In scripture the barrier to new life is regarded as one 

that only God can unlock.  But in the case of Mary and Joseph there is shift: Mary is 

young but is not yet married.  God is doing something fresh which nevertheless 

expresses the underlying contour of faith: God is the giver of life.  Jesus’ birth 

represents a high point - a sacred moment of fulfilment when something unforeseen 

and challenging takes place, causing wonder disturbance and surprise.  The witness of 

the Evangelists is that the hand of God was at work here and this is what is celebrated 

in the songs of praise, the Benedictus and the Magnificat, associated with John and 

Jesus’ birth.  These songs have been compared to an aria in an opera, in which the lead 

character pauses to disclose the inner meaning of what has been happening.  The 

central theme is of God’s faithfulness towards Israel.  God has not forgotten.  This is 

good news.  It is the best news. And it is not surprising that Mary sings: the Almighty 

has done great things for me, and holy is his name.  
 

Today’s reading weaves together the twin stories of John and Jesus in which we see 

Elizabeth not only knows of Mary’s condition, she knows that Mary’s child has a 

status that is higher than her own child.  What happens is not so much a narrative of 

events between two cousins, as it is a proclamation that validates what the Angel 

Gabriel had earlier said to Mary.   
 

The first thing that happened when Mary arrived at Elizabeth’s house was that at the 

sound of Mary’s greeting John the Baptist leapt in Elizabeth’s womb.  The ancient 

understanding was that the way children were in the womb reflected their destiny.  

John’s leap suggests profound joy. Even as a babe he is a prophet who can tell that 

“God is near”.  
 

Elizabeth’s response to Mary’s greeting is a “Spirit filled” prophetic song of praise: 

“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb, and blessed is 

she who believed that there would be a fulfilment of what was spoken by her Lord.”  

Blessed means “happy”. But happiness is present because the person is the subject of 

the active, outgoing grace of God: this alone makes a person blessed.  Mary is 

“blessed” and other parts of the Church refer to her as “the Blessed Virgin” because 

everything that is happening in her life is a result of the agency of the Holy Spirit, the 

energizing, creative, generous and hospitable grace of God.  



Elizabeth then says: “why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord should 

visit me?”[1:43].  If we read the Angel Gabriel’s speech to Mary [1:28] he greets her 

and says: Hail Mary, the Lord is with you.  The plain meaning of: “The Lord is with 

you” is God is with you Mary. As the recipient of the fullness of God’s merciful love, 

she is full of grace and stands in the place of Israel.  She responds to the gift firstly by 

accepting the message of the Angel, and then, when her meeting with Elizabeth 

confirms what has happened sings: “my soul proclaims the greatness [magnifies] the 

Lord” [1:47]. Towards the end of the Magnificat the translations variously say God 

has: “helped” or “rescued” or “come to the aid” of Israel.  The meaning is: by electing 

Mary as the mother of the one who is to come, God has taken the people by the hand, 

and for Luke, this is not confined to Israel.  In this gesture the hand of God reaches out 

to all the world.   
 

We take this story to be about an unlikely miracle related to gynecology, but it is not.  

These stories give voice to the mystery of God.  They proclaim how the un-seeable, 

unknowable Name above all Names chooses to come close to us and embrace the 

reality of human life in its fullness.  God is hospitable towards human life.  Thanks to 

the openness, receptivity and obedience of Mary, all that the Holy Spirit sought to 

achieve became possible.   
 

In the version of the Creed we use today, we sing that Jesus Christ was incarnate by 

the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary and became truly human.  The core of Christian 

faith includes the thought that God did not appear amongst us as a mirage: some sort 

of pretend being.  God became truly human, through the co-operation of the one who 

herself was truly human.  
 

This leads on to something that happened in the church, which is a challenge to some 

people, and like Luke’s infancy stories still causes wonder disturbance and surprise.  

Gabriel’s words to Mary, “the Lord is with you” and Elizabeth’s words to Mary “the 

mother of my Lord” led the church to crystallize what is being said here by bestowing 

on Mary the title Theotokos: God bearer.  God bearer: means that everything about 

Mary’s child expresses God’s self-disclosure to the world.  This is the foundation of 

our faith, the connecting point that fully expresses the link between God the Creator 

and God the Spirit and God the human being. And what it means when we affirm that 

by the power of the Holy Spirit and through Mary’s obedience, God became truly 

human and dwelt amongst us. 
 

To many people and faiths this affirmation is more than disturbing or a cause for 

wonder.  It is a scandal and a stumbling block to faith.  But the affirmation of the God 

whom Mary praises in her song expresses what Luke, more than any other Evangelist 

brings out: the God who reigns through all Creation is one who reverses the human 

order of things, including the capacity of our explanatory categories.  The God whose 

word became flesh through Mary is one who welcomes outsiders to the banquet 

[14:15-24], embraces the Prodigal Son with merciful love [15:11-31], and offers 

despised tax collectors salvation [19:1-10].  This same God gifts the Spirit to the 

Church that it may live to help turn the world upside down.  Those who choose to sing 

exuberant praise with Mary share the grace that came to her, but their praise does not 

deliver them from the high risk of daring testimony to their faith.  Nor does it mean 

they can sidestep the painful and intractable conditions of the real world.  What it does 

mean is that in the midst of the mess that human life becomes, there is a zone we can 

enter where a song of praise is possible.  A song that can provide the buoyancy to keep 

hope alive: a song in which we lift up God in praise, and discover instead that we are 

lifted up by God [W Brueggemann, Great Prayers of the OT  p 34]. 



The third Sunday of Advent is meant to be a day of joy on which we can feel free to 

sing with the same exuberant, self-abandonment as did Hannah and Mary and John’s 

father Zechariah because the word we have heard tells us that God remains true to 

God’s promise.  God has a project with us that is not finished yet.  God’s grace has the 

power to turn the world towards life.  And God gives real people – even people like us 

- a role in bringing this project to fruition.  Truly, the Almighty has done great things 

for us. 

 

*** 

 


